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INTRODUCTION 

BAGHDAD IN THE THIRD CENTURY 

Baghdad, in the third century of the Hijra (ninth century 
a.d.), little more than a century old, had already passed through 
various stages of evolution — social, economic, political and also 
spiritual. Many contacts of varying degrees of intimacy with 
Byzantine, Persian and Indian civilizations had been made in 
the preceding period in this metropolis, and in this century the 
influence of these manifold contacts was to develop in every 
sphere of culture. This was especially noticeable in the academic 
world, in the fields of theology, jurisprudence, philology, 
literature and philosophy. 

Certain extremist tendencies were translated into political 
movements in the panorama of this century. We may refer— in 
the sociological sphere — against the background of a cultured 
and prosperous society whose wealth was drawn from a far-flung 
trade — to the social unrest of the lowest class, the Zinj, the 
slaves of Basra, who rebelled in 264 a.h., and also to the religious 
and equalitarian revolt of the Carmathians in 278 a.h. 

In the religious sphere a new movement came into the 
foreground: the Mystical School of Baghdad. This ‘Iraqi 
school had, from its very inception, certain features which 
distinguish it from all other sufi schools. Thus they speak of 
shath or overflowing (Uberschwang); ‘ibada or adoration of 
God; and lisan or tongue, eloquence, in an original and 
exclusive way. 1 Contemporary literature records the fact that 
the School of Baghdad held different views from those held 
by other sufi schools, and notes especially their difference with 
the School of Khurasan, with which Baghdad maintained 
continuous contact and debate. 2 

This Sufi School of Baghdad was recognized as highly 
significant at the time, and exercised a profound influence not 
only on contemporary Muslim thought, but also on all sufis up 

1 Abu’l Mahasin, An-Nujum Azzahira, v. 3, p. 169. 

Qushayri, Risala, p. 103. 

2 Qushayri, p. 89. 
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PERSONALITY AND WRITINGS OF AL-JUNAYD 

to the present day. It began afresh its questioning on God and 
man, putting great stress on personal experience, thus shaking 
every established traditional concept— shaking and, at the same 
time, giving new life and colour to Islamic tradition and lifting 
it to new ethical and visionary planes. This Sufi School of 
Baghdad, which raised the ethical ideals and the innermost 
feelings of the Muslim religious spirit to their loftiest heights, 
has not yet been adequately explored. With the discovery of 
new material, new research work on some aspects of the school 
became possible, and scholars like Massignon, Nicholson, R. 
Hartmann, Arberry and Margaret Smith have made notable 
contributions. 

An original and contemporary document of this school, a 
work by Abu’l Qasim al-Junayd, has recently come to light, 
but has not yet been studied. Al-Junayd, as we shall see, 
became the master and inspired teacher of the Baghdad School 
in the latter half of the third century, and the more we study 
his personality, the more light is shed on the Sufi School of 
Baghdad in particular, and on the significant early development 
in Sufism in general. 

In these pages we shall endeavour to give a picture both of 
the personality and of the doctrine of al-Junayd, as drawn from 
the original sources. 



SURVEY OF SOURCES 

It would have been very helpful for the study of al-Junayd’s 
life and doctrine if the two original books written by his two 
intimate disciples — Tabaqdt an Nussdk by Abu Sa'Id Ibn al-A‘rabi 
and fh'kdydt al-Awliya by Muhammad Ja c far al-Khuldi — were 
still accessible. 

IBN AL-A‘RABl : Abu Sa‘Id Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn 
Ziyad ibn Bishr ibn al-A c rabi was born in Basra, but eventually 
settled down in Mecca, where he died at the age of 94 in 341 a.h. 
He was a traditionalist and jurist, but at the same time a sufl. 
During his sojourn in Baghdad, before ultimately settling in 
Mecca, he frequented the circle of the Baghdad sufis and was a 
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disciple of al-Junayd, al-Qalanisi and ‘Amr al-Makk! 1 Later on, 
when he lived in Mecca, he was the Shaykh al-Haram, the 
leading scholar in the Sacred Land. From Mecca — the centre 
of the Pilgrimage — where he taught for more than thirty years, 
he spread not only the Hadith , in which he was profoundly 
versed, but also the esoteric teachings and way of the Mystics 
! which he learnt by experience in the School of Baghdad. Many 

contemporary scholars who came to Mecca as pilgrims, in 
particular those from Africa and Spain, studied under him and 
‘ subsequently quoted his teachings as disciples. Thus, for 

example, it is known that the first book on the Hadith which 
reached Cordova in Spain and which was recognized as authori- 
tative, was the Kitab as-Sunan of Abu Dawud al-Basrl (died 
275 a.h.). The scholars of Cordova received this important 
book through the agency of Abu Sa‘id al-A‘rabi, who had 
himself been a disciple of Abu Dawud. 2 Scholars from Spain 
and Africa also took Abu SaMd’s own books back to their home 
I countries. In all probability other sufl books reached the 

western Islamic world through Abu Sa‘id of Mecca. It is fair, 
then, to assume that the new mystical thought of the realm of 
the East first became known to the distant West by way of 
j Mecca, through this great Shaykh. Thus the torch of philosophy 

appears to have been carried from Baghdad to Mecca, and 
thence by the pilgrims to Spain. Here, as a result, very lively 
discussions amongst scholars on all the issues of thought and 
doctrine took place. 3 

It appears that Abu Sa'Id ibn al-A’rabi was an authority on 
al-Junayd, whose spiritual leadership he gratefully acknow- 
ledged. He said in his Tabaqdt an Nussdk — quoted by MakkI — 
j, after giving the names of various mystics, “ the last of these 

mystics was al-Junayd, and no one after him is worth men- 
tioning.” 4 Of this important book — Tabaqdt an Nussdk — many 



1 Abu Nu'aym, Hilyat al-Awliya, v. 10, p. 375. 
Ibn al-‘Imad, Shadharat, v. 2, p. 354. 

2 Al-Ishbill, Fihrist, p. 286, ff. 

8 Cf. Asin Palacios, Obras Escogidas I, p. 46. 

* Qut al-Qulub, v. 2, p. 41. 



